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The brutal massacre of at least 19 landless campesinos in Brazil's northcentral state of Para has
shocked the nation and brought widespread condemnation of the militarized police (PM). President
Fernando Henrique Cardoso expressed his indignation and called for immediate legislative action to
respond to the situation. On April 17, about 1,500 campesinos blocked the highway outside the town
of Eldorado de Carajas in the state of Para, about 650 km south of Belem, to protest the government's
inaction on their land demands. For the past year, about 3,000 campesinos have been occupying
40,000 hectares of land on the Hacienda Macaxeira, where they are demanding to be allowed to
establish a settlement.
Late in the afternoon, after meeting with local officials, they moved to the side of the road and were
waiting for buses that officials promised would be sent to take them to meet with people from the
agrarian reform institute (Instituto Nacional da Colonisacao y Reforma Agraria, INCRA). Ana Julia
Carepa, a Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT) deputy who works closely with the landless movement,
said the workers were told by police they would be given food and buses to take their year-old
claims to the state capital of Belem. Instead, the governor sent a contingent of PM officers to clear
the highway, which connects Belem with the cities to the south. According to witnesses, about 200
police, under the command of Col. Mario Colares Pantoja, began firing in the air as they got out of
their vehicles.
The campesinos responding by hurling rocks and sticks at the police, who then turned their
fire on the campesinos. However, members of the PM said the campesinos fired on them first,
provoking the police to shoot back. Wagner Goncalves, a government human rights attorney who
went to Eldorado de Carajas, said police "lost control," and opened fire with machine guns when
confronted by the protesters brandishing sticks. While officials put the death toll at 19, leaders of the
Movimento dos Trabalhadores Sem-Terra (MST) said 23 campesinos were killed and 50 more were
injured. An investigation is underway to determine whether the police removed the bodies of some
women and children after the massacre.
"What happened is unacceptable," said Cardoso. "This time, those responsible will be brought to
justice." A congressional delegation immediately went to the site of the massacre to look into what
had occurred. In addition, Cardoso sent both the Minister of Justice, Nelson Jobim, and the head of
the Casa Militar, Gen. Alberto Cardoso. "I want Gen. Cardoso to investigate the incompetence of the
group that was supposed to ensure order," said the president. The landless campesinos association
MST blamed Para governor Almir Gabriel of the Partido da Social Democracia Brasileira (PSDB),
who ordered the police to clear the highway. Gabriel, in turn, blamed the deaths on PM commander
Pantoja who, he said, "lost control at a crucial moment."
Gabriel said he would carry out an exhaustive investigation. He immediately dismissed Pantoja,
later placing him under house arrest. Meanwhile, all members of the PM unit were confined to
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quarters and their duties taken over by army units sent to the area. "The order we gave was for the
highway to be cleared and remain cleared," Para's head of security, Paulo Sette Camara, said. "Of
course, if the militarized police were excessive and from what we can see they were those excesses
will be investigated." PT deputy Pedro Wilson, interim president of the congressional human rights
commission, said the massacre was the nation's worst ever recorded, adding that "this brutal crime
cannot go unpunished or it will discredit the justice system and the very rule of law." According to
the congressional investigation, at least ten of the campesinos were killed execution style.
The doctor from the University of Rio de Janeiro, Nelson Massini, who examined the bodies of the
victims in the Legal Medical Institute in Maraba, said the majority of the victims were shot at pointblank range. Seven campesinos were evidently beaten to death. The plight of landless campesinos
has simmered for years in Brazil. Stressing the importance of the land issues, Cardoso made
agrarian reform a major plank in his campaign platform in 1994. After assuming office, Cardoso
initiated a program to distribute unused land. Under that plan, the government distributed parcels
to 40,000 families in 1995 and planned to give parcels to another 60,000 families this year, according
to government spokesperson Sergio Amaral.
However, the MST says that, at the rate the government program calls for land to be distributed, it
would take 50 years to meet the needs of Brazil's 4.8 million landless families, or about 12 million
people. The Catholic Church's commission dealing with land issues (Comissao Pastoral da Terra,
CPT) says 80% of productive land in Brazil belongs to just 10% of landowners. However, Brazil has
about 81 million ha. of uncultivated land, which the MST says could be divided among about 4
million families. According to official statistics, the land conflicts have cost the lives of nearly 1,000
campesinos during the past decade, some at the hands of police and other killed by paramilitary
groups hired by landowners.
The situation in the countryside has been exacerbated because many of the urban poor have
streamed south and westward in search of plots to work and call their own. More than 37,500
families have now taken over 168 farms or ranches in 109 townships to press their demands for
land. The MST encourages groups to invade private estates which are not being used for farming
to pressure the government to speed up its program. But those invasions frequently meet violent
opposition from landowners and police.
"This is the worst massacre of landless that has ever happened and worse still, it had been
predicted," said Joao Pedro Stedlhe, national director of the MST. Last year, nine campesinos
were killed by police during a forced eviction in Rondonia near the Bolivian border (see NotiSur,
10/06/95). Stedlhe said that, after the killing of the campesinos in Rondonia, the MST warned the
government that failure to speed up the land reform program would mean more bloodshed. James
Cavallaro, Brazil director of Human Rights Watch/Americas, urged authorities not to allow the
deaths to go unpunished like previous massacres, including the one in Rondonia. "We hope this
case serves to bring home to Brazil the need for concrete measures to address violence," Cavallaro
said. The MST and the CPT have begun an international campaign to ensure that those responsible
for the Para massacre do not go unpunished. They said Cardoso must bear some responsibility for
the tragedy, because he had been warned about the explosive situation in Para. A spokesperson for
the campaign criticized the administration for claiming a lack of resources to justify not pushing
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ahead with agrarian reform, while at the same time, "the government has spent millions and
millions to save banks and large landowners who were facing bankruptcy."
On April 22, Cardoso held a meeting with the presidents of the Supremo Tribunal Federal (STF),
Jose Sepulveda Pertence, and of the Senate and Chamber of Deputies, Jose Sarney y Luis Eduardo
Magalhaes, respectively, in an attempt to speed up the agrarian reform and curb the violence.
Cardoso called on the leaders to give their "most urgent" attention to a bill that would make Brazil's
military police answerable to civilian courts, a government spokesperson said. The bill, which
human rights groups say is crucial to curbing Brazil's violent police but which has been stuck in the
Senate, would put an end to the internal tribunals which rarely punish officers for rights abuses.
Other proposals include a constitutional amendment to take human rights crimes away from
state courts where political influence is often strong and hand them over instead to federal
authorities. "The government is analyzing every bill related to land reform stuck in Congress to
pinpoint what can be done," said a government source in Congress. "They knew before that the
situation was serious, but this episode surprised everyone because of the level of violence that was
used." (Sources: Inter Press Service, Notimex, 04/18/96; Reuter, 04/18/96, 04/19/96, 04/22/96; Agence
France-Presse, 04/18/96, 04/20/96, 04/22/96, 04/23/96)
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